S alaries are important for practical and personal reasons; as such, a salary evaluation should consider both. A salary is used to purchase food and pay bills. Accordingly, a salary should provide for such basics and ideally should be adjusted commensurate with changes in their costs. The personal aspects of salary are less tangible and often more meaningful to the individual employee and employer. Personal attributes of salary include the self-esteem one derives from having an appropriate salary, having a reputable position within an organization, or achieving an advanced degree or specialty certification. Another aspect of salary is job risks for which an employer pays a premium (i.e., workplace risks to personal safety or liability risks to the organization that are eliminated or managed by the actions of workers). Given the nature of their work, nurses have a liability risk; they also manage the liability of companies for which they work. Licenses, standards, codes of ethics, competencies, and procedures provide guidance to ensure that professional expectations are met. This liability risk is quantifiable and significant when researching salary.
market rate reSearcH
Current "market rate," or the current pay rate of occupational health nurses with similar jobs in an area, a region, or country wide, is central to researching salary. However, such rates are often derived from what employees are currently being paid, not the salary that would be needed to replace an employee. Salary guru Jack Chapman (www.quintcareers. com) recommends looking for jobs that are comparable with one's current position and then accessing salary information through several websites (Sidebar).
However, to obtain useful and relevant information from a web search, one must first consider a job's responsibilities and authority. An occupational health nurse in a singlenurse facility typically functions as a nurse-manager, responsible for fiscal oversight, policy development, case management, and contract management in addition to direct care. Therefore, key words such as "manager" or "supervisor" should be used in the web search. The term "staff nurse" tends to be associated with hospitalbased positions and may lead to results that do not include the various attributes of the occupational health nurse role. Occupational health nurses with safety, industrial hygiene, workers' compensation, and risk management responsibilities should use these key words when conducting online
The current recession has changed the financial situation of many occupational health nurses. Some occupational health nurses are delaying retirement because they need to maintain their income or health care benefits, or are postponing returning to school because of uncertainty in the job market. Occupational health nurses who have remained employed while coworkers have lost their jobs may be feeling lucky and may not be considering asking for a salary increase. When is the right time to lobby for a salary increase? What is currently considered an acceptable salary for an occupational health nurse? How does one prepare to ask for a salary increase? This article explores these questions and provides guidance for occupational health nurses as they determine their own appropriate salary.
abOut tHe autHOr
Ms. Litchfield is a member of the Massachusetts AOHN and a Director in the Northeastern Region of AAOHN, and an occupational health nurse consultant and public health nurse. The author discloses that she has no significant financial interests in any product or class of products discussed directly or indirectly in this activity, including research support. Address correspondence to Sheila M. Litchfield, RN, BSN, COHN-S, COHC, Litchfield Consulting, LLP, 220 Route 8A, Charlemont, MA 01339-9642. E-mail: sheila@litchfieldconsulting.com. One of many concerns about salary data available online is that it is unclear whether the respondents had held their positions for a few years or for many years. Unfortunately, many occupational health nurses who have been in their positions for several years are not being paid at rates reflecting the true cost of replacing them. Annual cost of living increases are rarely commensurate with replacement market value, particularly when cost of living increases are affected by recession.
NeaOHN Salary Survey
In 2008, 509 members of the Northeast Association of Occupational Health Nurses participated in a salary survey. Respondents represented 14 states primarily in the northeastern United States. Survey results indicated that most respondents were earning $69,000 or less. Hourly rate was not determined. The salaries seemed low to those conducting the survey, especially given that more than 45% of the respondents were certified in occupational health. Interestingly, 65% of the respondents had been in their current position for at least 5 years, with 36% of this group having held their job for more than 10 years. It could not be determined whether salary negotiations had occurred over those years. Perhaps this argues in favor of occupational health nurses' regularly reviewing their compensation package and becoming familiar with how to advocate for appropriate salary increases.
Impact Of certIfIcatION aNd advaNced degreeS
An advanced degree or specialty certification, such as the COHN, should result in a higher salary. Keefe (2010) Master's-prepared nurses earned $11.50 more per hour than associate degree graduates.
Nancy Clover (personal communication, March 2, 2010) of Occupational Health Connections, Inc., a nationally recognized placement service for occupational health nurses, indicated that BSN graduates working in occupational health do not earn $5 more per hour than associate degree graduates. In addition, the following basic parameters were identified for current occupational health nurse salaries: l The minimum hourly rate for a nurse new to occupational health should be $30 (i.e., $62,000 annually). l A full-time occupational health nurse with no responsibilities beyond occupational health should receive a minimum of $68,000 to $74,000 annually. l Although higher and lower salaries exist across the country, in general little variation exists among occupational health positions with similar job requirements. l Salaries tend to be somewhat higher in hospitals than in companies.
pay gradeS
Occupational health nurses should investigate a company's pay scale or pay grade system and identify how the occupational health nurse salary fits within this system. Assumptions may have been made about the occupational health nurse's role, responsibilities, or authority that led to a lower pay grade. Careful research may result in a revised grade and commensurate pay rate.
revISINg jOb deScrIptIONS
Occupational health nurses should meet with their managers.
They should not assume that their managers understand exactly what they do. Occupational health nurses should review their job description to ensure its accuracy and to determine whether changes should be made. A change in job description can lead to a change in pay grade. Occupational health nurses should review American Association of Occupational Health Nurses, Inc. (AAOHN) position statements and advisories applicable to their practice. They must be prepared to discuss the AAOHN Code of Ethics (www.aaohn.org/ for-your-practice-items/code-ofethics.html) and professional practice standards, as well as state-specific nurse practice acts. Most employees are not expected to function with such high professional standards. Occupational health nurses must be prepared to provide examples of their work and the money they have saved their companies.
WHeN tO aSk fOr a raISe
Regarding when to ask for a salary increase, occupational health nurses should determine from their employer whether the budget planning cycle or the performance review cycle is the right time for such a conversation. The discussion can occur before or early in the budget planning cycle, once occupational health nurses have completed research and prepared information demonstrating the value they bring to their organizations. If a raise is not available this year, the manager will be better prepared to consider such a request next year.
lINk betWeeN Salary aNd perfOrmaNce
Joanna Schlegel, Editor-in-Chief of www.Salary.com, underscores the connections between salary and performance. She reports that employee and employer should agree on where an employee's performance fits in relation to the job description. An employee's level of proficiency and performance will determine how close to the median that employee's salary will be. Although proficiency and performance are related, they are not the same. Proficiency in a job occurs as occupational HealtH nursing currents relevant skills are acquired. Performance is how well a job is done. Proficiency is but one component of a job that should be measured in a performance review. Attitude, punctuality, teamwork, and other basic skills must also be considered. A performance review is likely to reflect deficiencies in these "soft" skills. Conversely, if soft skills exist but technical skills required for a job are inadequate, this lack of proficiency could reflect negatively on performance (Schlegel, n.d.) .
Salary NegOtIatION
Occupational health nurses should negotiate salary independent of other job benefits. For example, they should plan to pay for their AAOHN membership. However, all aspects of a compensation package are negotiable (e.g., increasing the line item for professional continuing education to maintain licensure and salary during time off to do this).
Positions in manufacturing often allow only 2 weeks of paid vacation. This is usually nonnegotiable because benefits must be consistent.
Occupational health nurses can, and should, negotiate for a third week of vacation that is unpaid and then choose whether to use it.
All such "benefits" must be written in the offer letter because the manager promising them may not be in that position next year. A job offer does not have to be accepted immediately. An acceptable time frame for responding is 24 hours. It is important to consider if the offer is the right "fit" or whether negotiation is needed. A handwritten note should be sent to managers or prospective managers thanking them for their time. This small action leaves a meaningful impression.
Occupational health nurses should schedule a replacement for themselves when they will be absent from the workplace for an extended period. Otherwise, management may determine a full-time nurse is not necessary. Also, substitutes provide information regarding current market rates.
cONcluSION
Salaries are always negotiable. Occupational health nurses must con-duct research before engaging in salary and benefits discussions with their employers. Several sources should be consulted when performing market rate research. Key words such as manager should be used for such research.
Occupational health nurses must familiarize themselves with the process their companies use to determine salaries. The request for a salary increase should be linked with either the budget planning cycle or the performance review process. Job descriptions must be reviewed annually to ensure their accuracy. Occupational health nurses must understand the link between salary and performance and should discuss with their employers where their performance fits in relation to job description. Finally, a positive attitude can make advocating for oneself effective.
